
United States General Accounting Office

GAO Report to Congressional Requesters

July1999 U. S.-MEXICO
BORDER

Issues and Challenges
Confronting the
United States and
Mexico

:::3! IGA O
Accountability * Integrity * Reliability

GAO/NSIAD-99-190



- GAO
Accountabillty * Integrity * Reliabillty

United States General Accounting Office National Security and
Washington, D.C. 20548 International Affairs Division

B-283037

July 1, 1999

Congressional Requesters

Your June 24, 1998, letter to us expressed concern about the overall
well-being of the border region andwhat appeared to be limited progress in
addressing border issues. You also expressed concern that the border
region has had to shoulder a disproportionate share of the cost of
U.S.-Mexican economic integration. As agreed with your offices, this
interim report (1) outlines the nature of major border issues and (2)
provides information on U.S. and Mexican efforts underway to address
them. We are continuing our in-depth analyses of transportation and
environmental infrastructure issues affecting the border region. These
studies are aimed at identifying potential options to address these issues,
within the context of the overall border situation.

Results in Brief The United States has pursued a strategy of developing closer relations
with Mexico, in recognition that a stable, democratic, and prosperous
Mexico is fundamental to U.S. interests. The border region, defined as the
area 100 kilometers (62 miles) deep on either side of the almost 2,000-mile
long U.S.-Mexico border,' is the bridge that binds the two countries. Thus,
the border is critical to U.S. objectives. However, the U.S. border region
has relatively high unemployment and poverty levels and faces a number of
development challenges. And, while growing integration has increased
trade between Mexico and the United States, it has also exacerbated some
long-standing border problems. At the same time, many U.S. efforts to
interdict illicit drugs and illegal immigration take place on the border. As a
result, there is a confluence of seemingly competing objectives at the
border that have important implications for the United States. (See app. I
for additional background on border perspectives.)

The major issues on the border include the following:

Drug enforcement: The 2,000-mile Mexican border is one of the main
battlegrounds of the national war on drugs, as law enforcement agencies

'As defined by the 1983 Agreement for the Protection and Improvement of the Environment in the
Border Area, known as the "La Paz Agreement."
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try to stop the flow of illicit narcotics into America. An estimated 60
percent of the cocaine and 29 percent of the heroin sold across America
in 1998 are believed to have come through the U.S.-Mexico border.
Further, the cross-border movement of illicit drugs is associated with a
high level of violence, as well as corruption of U.S. and Mexican officials
and money laundering. Efforts to stop the flow have put pressure on the
transportation infrastructure and contributed to congestion at the
border crossings. (See app. II.)

* Illegal immigration: The border is the primary checkpoint for illegal
immigration. The U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service
apprehended 1.5-million undocumented immigrants on the southwest
border in fiscal year 1998. Illegal immigration has been shown to be
associated with increased criminal activities and to raise the cost of
some federal, state, and local programs. Attempting to assure that only
eligible individuals enter the United States places a burden on border
infrastructure and affects the cross-border flow of goods and services.
(See app. III.)

* Cross-border transportation: The border area provides the
transportation infrastructure to facilitate trade between the United
States and Mexico, which has more than doubled since the North
American Free Trade Agreement went into effect in 1994. Nearly 4
million trucks and 85 million passenger vehicles entered the United
States from Mexico in fiscal year 1998. Processing the high volume of
commercial and passenger traffic while at the same time interdicting
contraband and illegal immigrants has contributed to congestion and air
pollution and has placed pressure on the infrastructure of local
communities along the border. (See app. IV.)

* Environmental infrastructure and public health: The need for
environmental infrastructure2 improvement is particularly acute on the
Mexican side of the border, where many communities are without
potable water and adequate sanitation. On the U.S. side, most border
communities have environmental infrastructure, but some facilities
require repair or expansion. Moreover, most locations are faced with a
diminishing supply of clean and safe drinking water. Environmental
infrastructure problems have contributed to public health concerns.
Many diseases occur at rates much higher in the border region than in
other areas of the United States and Mexico. Also, there is an increased

2 Environmental infrastructure refers to the infrastructure designed to protect human health and the
environment along the U.S.-Mexico border by preventing and/or reducing the pollution of air, water, and
soil.
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concern about the growing number of multidrug-resistant tuberculosis
cases in the border region. (See app. V.)

* Economic development: Although the U.S. border region has
experienced some recent economic growth, it still has relatively high
unemployment and poverty levels. A number of initiatives are
underway to address economic development issues. Projections of high
population growth and a change in the rules governing the Mexican
maquiladora industry could potentially affect the existing economic
development challenges. 3 (See app. VI.)

These problems are being addressed by a number of Mexican and U.S.
federal, state, and local agencies that are responsible for specific aspects of
each problem. In light of the transnational nature of the problems, various
binational institutions, programs, and initiatives have also been created,
such as the Border Environment Cooperation Commission, the High-Level
Contact Group on Narcotics Control, and the New Border Vision. While
such binational mechanisms have been able to make some improvements
in certain areas, they have not been able to close the gap between what is
needed and what exists. The limits on progress may be due in part to the
differing levels of development and dissimilar governmental structures of
the two countries. In recognition of the special economic development
needs of the U.S. border community, the President on May 25, 1999,
announced the Southwest Border Economic Development Initiative, which
is designed to coordinate federal and local economic development efforts
to raise the living standards and overall economic profile of the border
region on a sustained basis.

The total requirements and their associated costs for addressing the border
issues described above are unknown, and there remains no single,
binational plan to address border problems. As we continue our in-depth
case study analyses of transportation and environment issues, we plan to
identify potential strategies to overcome the institutional and
programmatic challenges that impede improved conditions on the border.

Agency Comments We provided a draft of this report to officials from the following agencies
that had activities discussed in this report: the Departments of Agriculture,

3 The maquiladora program allows duty-free imports into Mexico of materials and components from
foreign suppliers. These processed materials are assembled into finished products that must then be
reexported from Mexico unless special approval is given to sell them in the Mexican market.
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Health and Human Services, State, Transportation, and the Treasury; the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA); the Irnmmigration and
Naturalization Service (INS); the U.S. Customs Service; and the Drug
Enforcement Administration.

All agencies provided material to update key pieces of information, as well
as some technical changes that we incorporated where appropriate.
Treasury and EPA officials commented that the report did not provide
sufficient detail about some of the activities underway and
accomplishments made in addressing the border issues. We intended this
report to be a broad overview of the major border issues and what is being
done to address them, rather than a detailed examination of each specific
effort. We plan to provide greater detail in our separate reports on the
transportation and environmental infrastructure issues.

We also discussed the draft report with officials representing Mexico's
Secretariat of Foreign Relations. Their primary concern was that the draft
did not give sufficient description of the nature of the drug-trafficking
problem, noting that U.S. demand for drugs is a factor. They said that the
report should highlight to a greater extent some of the recent counterdrug
initiatives they have undertaken. They also emphasized the importance of
the New Border Vision, as a binational commitment to work for sustainable
economic and social development along the border. They said that this
effort will more effectively coordinate the multiple mechanisms already
existing at the federal, state, and local levels. Where appropriate, we have
added more detail in response to these comments.

Scope and To obtain information on the major issues on the U.S.-Mexico border, we
conducted an extensive literature search and relied heavily on a number of

Methodology issued GAO reports and government studies. We also reviewed documents
and interviewed officials from the relevant federal, state, and local agencies
and private sector organizations. In addition, we visited Mexico City,
where we interviewed U.S. embassy and Mexican government officials. We
also obtained and analyzed information from our ongoing case studies of
transportation and environmental infrastructure issues at key sister cities
along the border.

This report is intended to provide a broad overview of the major issues on
the border and their implications. Therefore, it may not include all of the
programs and initiatives that may be underway to address specific
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problems at the border. Appendix VII contains additional information on
our scope and methodology.

We are sending copies of this report to appropriate congressional
committees and to the Honorable Dan Glickman, Secretary of Agriculture;
the Honorable William M. Daley, Secretary of Commerce; the Honorable
Donna Shalala, Secretary of Health and Human Services; the Honorable
Andrew M. Cuomo, Secretary of Housing and Urban Development; the
Honorable Madeleine Albright, Secretary of State; the Honorable Rodney
Slater, Secretary of Transportation; the Honorable Robert E. Rubin,
Secretary of the Treasury; the Honorable Thomas A. Constantine,
Administrator of the Drug Enforcement Administration; the Honorable
Carol M. Browner, Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency;
the Honorable Doris Meissner, Commissioner of the Immigration and
Naturalization Service; and the Honorable Raymond W. Kelly,
Commissioner of the U.S. Customs Service. We will also make copies
available to other interested parties upon request.

Please contact me at (202) 512-4128 if you or your staff have any questions
concerning this report. Other GAO contacts and staff acknowledgements
are listed in appendix VIII.

Benjamin F Nelson, Director
International Relations and Trade Issues
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The Honorable Ruben E. Hinojosa
The Honorable Solomon P. Ortiz
The Honorable Silvestre Reyes
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House of Representatives
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Appendix I

The U.S.-Mexico Border in Perspective

The border between the United States and Mexico extends for almost 2,000
miles, from the Gulf of Mexico in the east to the Pacific Ocean in the west.
The border region, as defined by the La Paz Agreement of 1983,' is 100
kilometers (62 miles) deep on either side of the border. As can be seen in
the map (fig. I.1), there are four U.S. states and six Mexican states along the
border. In Texas, which comprises roughly half of the border, the border is
defined by the Rio Grande River. California, Arizona, and New Mexico
have land border crossings. In all, there are 45 border crossings, 2 with
estimates of around 278 million to 351 million persons legally crossing the
border from Mexico into the United States in fiscal year 1998.3

'The 1983 Agreement for the Protection and Improvement of the Environment in the Border Area,
commonly referred to as the "La Paz Agreement."

2According to the State Department This number includes two bridges that are currently under
construction.

3These numbers are based on the differing estimating techniques of the U.S. Customs Service and the
Immigration and Naturalization Service, respectively, and include both vehicle and pedestrian traffic.
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Figure 1.1: U.S.-Mexico Border Region and 14 Sister Cities

sister cities often constitute binational and bicultural "single" communities.

San Dilegion have members on both sides of the border.Further, many peoplex live on one side of the border and commute daily to

ua Mex call nuls

Zagoz MA

There are 14 sister or twin citiateds on the Border Industrializaaccounting foster job growthund 92work or school on the other side.

Border Population The border regiorZs population has changed dramatically since 1965 when

Mexico initiated the Border Industrialization Program to foster job growth

in its northern thregion by sponsoring a maquiladora, or export assembly,
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industry. 4 As more jobs were created, more Mexican workers moved to
border cities, which experienced significant population growth. For
example, the population of Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, grew from 650,000 in
1980 to an estimate of over 1.1 million by 1999. TUuana, Mexico, grew from
428,000 in 1980 to about 989,000 in 1995. Its twin city across the border,
San Diego, went from 875,530 in 1980 to over 1.1 million by 1994. In 1997,
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimated that the population
of the U.S.-Mexico border region was greater than 10.5 million people, with
about 6.2 million people in the United States and about 4.3 million in
Mexico. The population on both sides has grown far faster than the
population in either country as a whole. The population on the U.S. side of
the border is increasing at an annual rate of 2.7 percent, compared to a total
U.S. growth rate of 0.95 percent. The population on the Mexican side of the
border is growing at an annual rate of 3 percent, compared to a total
Mexican population growth rate of 1.8 percent. Current population
projections forecast a doubling of the border population over the next 20
years.

The Maquiladora As of March 1999, the Mexican government statistical agency reported aIndustry total of about 3,200 maquiladora plants throughout Mexico, with total
employment of 1,090,000. Mexico's border region had a reported 1,751
maquiladora plants with 651,580 workers, according to the statistical
agency. The border states of Chihuahua, Baja California Norte, and
Tamaulipas employed the most maquiladora workers in Mexico, together
accounting for about 61 percent of maquiladora employment. The top
locations for border maquiladoras included the cities of Ciudad JuArez and
Tijuana. In March 1999, the number of workers employed in maquiladora
plants in these two cities reached nearly 370,400 workers, or approximately
34 percent; of total Mexican maquiladora employment.5 Table I.1 shows the
number of plants and employees in the major border cities.

4The maquiladora program allows duty-free imports into Mexico of materials and components from
foreign suppliers. These processed materials are assembled into finished products that must then be
reexported from Mexico unless special approval is given to sell them in the Mexican market.

'For a detailed discussion of the maquiladora industry in historical perspective, see Lucinda Vargas,
Business Frontiers. Issue 4 (Dallas, Tx: Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, El Paso Branch, 1998).
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Table 1.1: Selected Maquiladora Industry Statistics, by City, March 1999

Number of Number of
City, state maquiladoras employees

Tecate, Baja California Norte 123 11,730

Mexicali, Baja California Norte 179 50,368

Tijuana, Baja California Norte 731 153,453

Nogales, Sonora 85 33,644

Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua 254 216,945

Piedras Negras, Coahuila 44 15,687

Ciudad Acuna, Coahuila 57 33,426

Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas 54 21,533

Matamoros, Tamaulipas 118 56,734

Ciudad Reynosa, Tamaulipas 106 58,060

Total 1,751 651,580
Source: Mexican National Institute for Statistics, Geography, and Information.

In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) established
new rules that affected the maquiladora program. For example, by 2001,
Mexico will restrict the duty preferences available to maquiladoras for
non-NAFrA-originating raw materials used in the manufacture or assembly
of finished products. In addition, changes brought about by NAFTA and
Mexican law will virtually eliminate all restrictions on foreign investment in
the manufacturing sector, making it unnecessary to establish a maquiladora
facility to assemble in Mexico. It is too early to predict what the effects of
the changes in the maquiladora law will be for the border region. (See app.
VI for details.) Figure 1.2 illustrates a maquiladora plant in Tijuana, Mexico,
near the Otay Mesa crossing.
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